A tradesman is someone who has a particular skill. He or she has expertise in the use of certain tools, knowledge of how to make, operate and repair certain systems and the ability to predict future performance. In that sense, doing research can be regarded as a trade. To become a tradesman requires training and experience. So how does one become a researcher?
The most common route is through graduate education, particularly at doctorate level. In a poor doctorate program, the student is likely to be treated as a cheap pair of hands, the hope being that the student will pick up something from working with a more experienced professional. A good doctorate program is much more proactive. It will involve structured courses in relevant disciplines as well as giving the student opportunities to attend meetings where exposure to ideas and advice is guaranteed.
But, no matter how many courses and meetings the student attends these alone will never be enough to produce a good researcher, for three reasons. The first is because to be a good researcher requires some specific behaviours. what you see, to record how people behave, to assess the visual stimulus associated with a behaviour and to recognize something unusual happening. It is such observations that feed the mind.
A good researcher also needs perseverance and resilience. These character traits are necessary because research can be a frustrating business. Rather like learning to ride a bicycle, you cannot do it just by reading about it. At some point you need to get on the bike and at some point you will certainly fall off. Likewise, to become a good researcher the student needs to conduct some research he or she has designed without being told exactly what to do at every stage. Faced with a string of non-significant or significant but confusing results the researcher will need both perseverance and resilience.
And that brings me to the most important element in becoming a good researcherhaving the right mentor. The relationship between student and mentor is very personal but very important because the student can learn so much from their mentor, and not just factual knowledge, By observing how your mentor conducts him or herself, by noting the approach taken to address a problem, by listening and interacting with your mentor, research becomes an intellectual and emotional journey, one that will result in a skilled tradesman.
